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Description : 

Nick Wheeler, a Winlock Washington knifemaker asked me to use two of his new knife designs. He is going to be offering these in collaboration with Alpha 
Knife Supply in a semi-kit form. This review covers the two prototype knives. 
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Nick Wheeler is a young knifemaker from Winlock, Washington (Southwest WA) who 
completed his performance tests for Journeyman Smith last summer. He is on his way to 
complete the tests for his JS stamp this year. I was introduced to his work through a forum 
knife project initiated a couple of years ago. Nick produced blade blanks for the "OSF 
Knife". This was a Scandi ground blade, in 1/8" or 5/32" thick steel, offered in several grind 
configurations and steels. It was also offered in either stock-removal or forged 
configurations. I have had my forged version for several months and am awaiting my 
stock-removal version. 


Just before Christmas 2004, Nick Wheeler asked if I would mind taking a look at a couple of 
his new knives. I of course, immediately agreed to look at them and give them a bit of use. 


This pair of knives are the prototypes for a new collaboration between Nick and Chuck 
Bybee at Alpha Knife Supply. These knives represent the blade configurations that will be 
available, but these were completely handmade by Nick. Chuck Bybee will be having these 
blades water-jet cut from stock, in four different steels; Nick will then grind and heat-treat 
them. Blade blanks will be made available for sale through Alpha Knife Supply ready for 
handle material. Nick may at times offer completed knives, but many of the details of this 
project are yet to be determined. 


I consider myself an acquaintance of Nick's and a user of knives. I am not financially 
involved with this project or any of its partners. My observations of these knives are my 
opinion and of course, represent the prototypes not the final offerings. Project details, prices 
etc will all be available from Chuck Bybee or Nick Wheeler once the project begins. I 
consider myself a lucky fellow to have had the use of these knives for the past few weeks. 


Before we get too far along here are the two knives as I received them: 



Nick Wheeler Pair 
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Wheeler Pair 


Both have tapered tangs: 



Wheeler Tapered Tangs 
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Wheeler Tapered Tangs 
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Wheeler Pair, Tapered Tangs and Contoured Scales 

The forged flat ground blade was done in 01 and finished in exhibition grade Desert Ironwood with stainless 
hardware. 



Wheeler, Flat Forged with Ironwood 
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The "semi" stock removal blade was forged from 1/2" 5160 to its profile, and then Scandi ground. It was handled in 
stabilized California Buckeye-burl, again with all stainless hardware. 


Both handle were highly sculpted for a very ergonomic grip by Nick. 



Wheeler, Scandi Ground with California Buckeye Burl 
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Wheeler, Scandi Ground with California Buckeye Burl 

The flat ground forged is lighter than the Scandi ground and overall 8.25" (208mm) with a 3.5" (90mm) blade. The 
blade is distally tapered. Its maximum thickness is 1/8" (3mm) and it weighs 121.4g (4.3 oz) without sheath. 


The Scandi ground is 8.75" (221 mm) overall with a 4” (97mm) blade. The top of the spine is wedge ground for the 
first 2 inches or so. Its maximum thickness is 1/8" (3mm) and it weighs 142.5g (5.1 oz) without sheath. 


First Impressions: 


Out of the box the flat ground knife felt just excellent in my hand. It is lighter and balances very well in my hand. The 
knife was very sharp, and its edge geometry had a slight convex secondary grind. The Ironwood scales are tightly 
fitted to the tapered tang and are contoured for many comfortable hand positions. The blade spine is flat and square. 
I found this knife immediately appealing and comfortable. 


The Scandi ground knife is a bit heavier with the slightly longer blade and since the blade steel is not distally tapered, 
balances slightly forward towards the blade. It had a needle sharp point and the front swedge grind accentuated this. 
The blade spine is flat and square. The California Buckeye Burl scales are contoured in a very similar pattern as the 
flat ground but overall slightly larger in grip diameter. The slightly heavier knife and larger overall scales fit my hand 
a bit less well than the flat ground knife. 


I have extensively commented on the handle shapes even though the offered knives probably will not be handled by 
Nick because I think he has produced highly functional and desirable handles and customers who purchase blanks 
should attempt to mimic them. 


Use: 
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I decided that knives in this format would be good all-around choices as utility blades. Therefore, I wanted to see 
how they handed with wood carving, food preparation, cardboard cleanup, and firebuilding tasks. Generally, in my 
hands flat ground blades have worked very well in the kitchen and for various utility tasks, and Scandi ground blades 
really shine in woodworking and firebuilding tasks. These knives are no different. So rather than compare and 
contrast the two, I will simply describe the tasks I used them for and choose my favorite for the task with my reasons. 


Scandi, Whittling: 


The first task I attempted was using the Scandi ground knife to carve a Twig Heron. Using Chris Lubkemann's 
wonderful Whittling Twigs and Branches as a guide I whittled out the Heron on the left, from a green twig from a Stryx 
tree. The earlier one (background) I had done with a much smaller wharncliffe knife. 



Carved twig Herons 

The first thing I noticed about this small twig Heron was how easy it was to manipulate the knife in my hand. The 
sharp point was perfect for taking out the wood between the Herons legs; the sharp edge profile cut the feathers of 
the tail very easily. The small head and neck areas were easily roughed out and then finely trimmed to shape. Even 
though this is a much larger knife than I would normally use for such a small whittling project I was surprised with 
how easy it was to use. 

Both knives, paper cutting: 


The knives arrived 2 days before Christmas, and since I was gang-pressed into a massive present wrapping project 
on the eve of Christmas eve, I decided to use these knives instead of scissors for all paper cutting and trimming 
tasks. Christmas wrap was easily cut when held under tension by the paper roll and the weight of the present. I 
simply and neatly zipped off the excess paper with either blade. These cuts used the point to penetrate the paper 
and then the rest of the edge to quickly zip off the paper. While this was not much of a stress test, it certainly 
demonstrated Nick's ability to ship fully sharp and useful knives...something I greatly appreciate in a maker. Both 
knives performed admirably in this role. 
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Both knives, food preparation: 


Fortunately for me, these knives arrived just before the holiday giving me plenty of time to evaluate and use them in 
the kitchen and in all the cleanup tasks after the holiday. Christmas eve dinner for us is a roast beef with roasted 
vegetables. I used both knives in the peeling and slicing of the potatoes, carrots, and onions, and slicing the cooked 
roast beef. 



Christmas Eve Dinner Prep 
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Christmas Eve Dinner, ready to roast 

Christmas Morning starts with a big breakfast and rapidly heads into a firestorm of cooking, capped off with a turkey 
dinner and tons of trimmings. 


Wheeler Pair, Christmas morning 

I did not get any pictures of the knives in action with Christmas dinner preparation or serving, but I used both for yam 
peeling and slicing, potato peeling and dicing, onion slicing, broccoli preparation, and turkey carving. I used both 
knives for carving the turkey and for cleanup of the carcass for soup making after dinner. Both knives took on some 
patina from the meats, and while both worked well, the flat ground knife was much better at deep slices in the turkey 
breast meat. 
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Food preparation advantage definitely goes to the forged flat for the hard vegetables and peeling and long deep cuts 
in meat, but the Scandi made a good showing on the thin slices of roast and on the softer fruits like pears. Both also 
made good kitchen utility knives. Oddly, I sort of liked using the Scandi knife peeling yams, but neither knife would 
replace my Sam Henson parer in that role. 


Both knives, Cardboard cleanup: 

Christmas cleanup consisted primarily of box break down. Here on a nice sunny day I had a good time with my wife 
snapping images about as fast as she could. I rapidly sliced some boxes to shreds using both knives. 

Ready! 



Cardboard Cleanup...ready, set 

Cardboard flying...from the Scandi: 
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Go! 


Wheeler Scandi....Watch Out! 



And from the flat ground: 
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Wheeler Flat, cardboard 


I sliced cardboard until both knives started to drag. 



Wheeler Pair, Cardboard 


Then I stropped them a few strokes on my loaded leather strop and continued until I was tired (yeah, the hat was a 
Christmas gift). 
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Stropping after cardboard 


Both knives sliced cardboard easily, but the Scandi really performed in this role. It sliced more cardboard strips more 
easily than the flat ground knife. Both stropped back easily, but the Scandi ground knife maintained a superior edge 
on this material. Both knives handled well and controllably either with an edge up or edge down hold. I sliced 80% of 
the cardboard edge up towards me starting at the grip and working towards the tip, but the other 20% I use edge 
down away strokes starting at the tip. 


Both Knives, Firebuilding and wood working. 


I used both knives in my usual small firebuilding tests which consisted of shaving wood, making fuzz sticks and 
splitting and notching small branches using a wooden billet. 
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Wheeler Pair, ready for woodwork 



Most of this work was done with the Scandi ground knife, but enough was done with the flat ground knife to 
demonstrate the differences. Again both knives handled superbly with their well sculpted handles, balance and edge 
geometry. Here the Scandi is shown with some quick fuzz sticks in wet alder twigs. I knew these would not burn well 
as they were wet through. 


Scandi, wet curls and fuzz sticks 


So I found a standing dead larger branch and drove the Scandi in using the round billet of wood as a baton. 
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Scandi, baton cut 


I notched this out with a couple of angled cuts and exposed the dry center wood. I broke the branch at this point and 
then shaved off the bark and exposed the dry wood. 



Scandi, notch to dry wood 

The Scandi really performed exceptionally making thin dry wood shavings for fire starting. I removed the outer bark 
from this wet alder branch and wet inner wood, then rapidly shaved thin strips of dry wood. This blade performed 
much like a carpenter plane on this task. The curls were very thin and uniform and easily sliced off for the Kelly 
Kettle fire pan. 
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Scandi, thin dry alder curls 

I took a flat shaving of the alder, some Vaseline coated cotton and a few small curls of Maya wood to catch the spark 
from a Swedish Military Firesteel. 



Scandi, Firesteel tinder prep 

I used the flat square-edged spine of the knife to throw the sparks onto the cotton. 


Copyright © Outdoors-Magazine.com 


Page 17/25 










Nick Wheeler/Alpha Knife Supply Knives 


Scandi, Firesteel shower of sparks 

I then transferred the chip with the burning cotton to the Kelly Kettle firepan with dry shavings and some wet twigs. 


Scandi, Firesteel ready 
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Kelly Kettle Fire 

Tea soon. 
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Tea Soon 



The flat ground knife, while no slacker in these roles was easily outperformed in all the wood shaving tasks. The 
Scandi ground knife easily shaved dry and wet wood. Both knives withstood being driven into the branch for 
notching using the round billet, and both had no difficulty splitting small twigs etc, again being driven with the billet. 
But the Scandi won hands down for all the tasks producing wood shavings. Both knives had square flat spines 
allowing a huge shower of sparks from the Firesteel. 
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Wheeler Pair 


I also used both knives working on this thumbstick. This is aged Cherry wood that I had stripped the bark from earlier 
this year and let dry. I used both knives to clean off some more of the bark and begin more finely finishing the thumb 
notch and shaving the grip area. Both knives performed nicely, but once again my vote would go to the Scandi knife 
in this role. 
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Thumbstick, in progress 


Overall impressions: 

I absolutely love the flat ground knife. I find it exceptionally well suited to my hand. Its taper, its grip shape, its 
balance and weight, its overall blade shape all really just suit me. The dropped edge of a forged knife is always 
pleasing to both my eye and my hand. If I could only have one of these, this would be my choice. 


The Scandi is very well suited to the woodworking tasks for which I employ a knife. This knife is probably very similar 
to the blade shape and size of the stock-removal OSF blades, but since I have not seen this side-by-side, I cannot be 
certain of this. If woodworking and firebuilding were majority tasks for my knives I would certainly choose this knife. 


And here in the next to final image are the two new knives from Nick framing my forged OSF knife in the center. I 
think the new knives show some parental lineage with the OSF. 
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Wheeler OSF; framed by the Wheeler Scandi and Flat Knives The OSF knife was forged and ground by Nick 
Wheeler (one of six); Redwood Burl scales were added by Jamie Knowlden; and the sheathwork was provide by 
Jamie Briggs. 


Epilogue 


One reason I like my Kelly Kettle so much is the rapid way a pot of boiling water can be prepared with little fuel. 

Even damp wood can be used if it is prepared with plenty of surface area. Snow in Seattle is generally very wet and 
short lasting. A nice pot of tea at the end of a day sledding with the kids is always fun. A weekend ago, while I had 
intended to be finishing the images and impressions for these knives I had spent the whole day sledding in the snow, 
drinking beer and hot chocolate. Just after the sun set I was quickly able to split out some semi-dry wood, shave 
some curls and get a pot of water on for a wood-smoke scented cup of tea. This is what it is all about. 
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Knives, Kelly Kettle, Matchcase and Tea After a long day playing in the snow, a cup of tea really hit the spot. 


Thanks and Contact Information: 


Thanks to Nick Wheeler for the extended loan of these two knives and for thinking of me when he wanted some 
feedback on this set of knives. I am honored to have been asked my impressions and sad to have to return these. 
Once this project begins I am certain that Chuck will hear from me. 


Nick Wheeler can be contacted through his website 


Chuck Bybee at Alpha Knife Supply can be contacted through his website. 


Chris Lubkemann's Whittling Twigs and Branches at Amazon.com A fun project book for Twig chickens, herons and 
other animals. He makes it easy and fun. 


My earlier Kelly Kettle article . A fun and useful outdoor boiler. 


American Bladesmithinq Society For those interested to learn what is involved in the Journeyman Smith and Master 
Smith test batteries. 


PostScript: 


Copyright © Outdoors-Magazine.com 


Page 24/25 










Nick Wheeler/Alpha Knife Supply Knives 


Nick Wheeler provided a comparison image of the Scandi Profile alongside a stock-removal OSF blank. Note, that 
this Scandi profile is flat-ground. The OSF stock-removal blank has a rounded butt and a more spearpointed blade 
profile. The Scandi profile is more sharply pointed. 



Post-scriptum : Version 1.5 1/18/2005 Version 1.6 1/19/2005 Minor edits, ABS link and OSF stock removal image 
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